FORTY  THOUSAND  AGAINST  THE  ARCTIC
'This is Lord Rothschild's residence. The Russians live
next door.'
In a gold-and-white drawing-room stood Dr. Schmidt.
We already knew his rich black beard and his gleaming
blue eyes from news reels and photographs.
He is Russia's Arctic Hero No. i. In 1934 he gained the
sympathy and admiration of the world. 'First circum-
navigation of Northern Asia in Cargo-Passenger Boat', the
headlines proclaimed when he and 120 men, 6 women and
2 children set out on the Chelyuskin from Leningrad in
July, 1933. "North-east Passage crossed in one season', they
announced at the beginning of November, when the ship
sent its radio message: £We are in sight of Bering Straits.'
'Premature winter imprisons Arctic Expedition six hours
before final victory', came the announcement a day later.
The Chelyuskinites had been caught helplessly in the
embrace of heavy pack ice. The wind had turned. The
temperature fell. Ice floes came dangerously near. Arctic
night came on. Ship and passengers were enveloped in
frost and darkness. Their ship drifted back north and west
—back towards the place whence they had come. The
rapidly freezing East Siberian Sea was not to release its
victims. In February we were reading: 'Chelyuskin sunk.
Passengers marooned on drift ice.' For sixty days they
camped on the ice. It broke here and there; it almost
split the kitchen hut in two. Once they had completed
clearing a landing field on the ice for their aeroplane and
that of rescue parties, the treacherous ice gave way, and a
narrow lane of water cut across the field. This happened
twenty times. From day to day the radio operator, living
in a tent at 15 degrees of cold, reported to the world the
agony of life in Camp Schmidt. During these two months
the bearded Professor kept their spirits up. Being atheists,
they were debarred the consolation of prayers. All they
could trust was the skill and courage of their comrade?
ashore and of others all over the country who struggled tc
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